* DOCUMENT RESUME

ED 109 209 ™M 004 667
AUTHOR | Otto, David -
TITLE Pass-Fail Grading Systeis: A Literature Review. ’
JINSTITUTION Alberta Univ., Edmonton. Office of Institutional
& ' Research and Planning. ’
PUB DATE- , sep 73 Lo ,
NOTE 68p.; Not available in hard copy due to marginal
legibility of original document ’
EDRS PRICE MP-$0.76 PLUS POSTAGE. HC Not Available from-EDRS.
DESCRIPTORS *Academic Standards; Achievement Rating; College

Students; Educational History; Evaluation Methods;
Grade Point Average; *Grades (Scholastic); *Higher
Fducation; *Literature Reviews; *Pass Fail Grading;
Predictive Validity; Peliability; Student Evaluation;
Student Motivation; Validity

ABSTRACT LT

what began as a review of Pass~Fail ended as a .
comment on the evaluation schema of student academic performance.
#Standards,™ "Evaluation®™ and "Grades" are defined. A brief.,history.
of grading among early North American institutions of higher learning
is cqmpared to precursory practices in Europe. The validity and .
reliability of traditional grades are examined. Finally, the original
Teview of the literature on Pass-Fail is presented. (Author)

v

Bl

C

¥

0000005 oo 2 o o SR R o o R oo R R R R R o R R

Documents acguired by ERIC include many informal unpublished *
* paterials not available from other sources. ERIC makes every effort *
* to obtain the best copy available. nevertheless, items of marginal *
* reproducibility are often encountered and this affects the quality *
* of the microfiche and hardcopy reproductions ERIC makes available *
* yia the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). EDRS is not *
* responsible for “he quality of the original document. Reproductions *
* *
* *

supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made from -the original.
0 oo o o oo o oo o o 0 oo R R o oo o R o R ook o oo o oo o R R R o oo ok oo o o ok K

L}




us OEPARTMENT OF HEALTH,
EDUCATION‘WELFAIE
NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION
THIS OOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRO
OUCEOD EXACTLY AS RECEIVED FROM 1
THE PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGIN

SENT OFFICIAL NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF
EDUCATION POSITION OR POLICY

OFFICE OF INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH AND PLANNING ‘
EDMONTON, ALBERTA TéG 2J9

/

THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA




PASS-FAIL GRADING SYSTEMS:

a Literature Review

~

Submitted to
THE G, F. C, COMMITTEE TO

INVESTIGATE TEACHING

by
David Otto, Ph, D.

Office of Institutional
Research and Planning

September, 1973

. v

3




IV,

” TABLE OF CONTENTS

- o

PREFAC E o o o: o o o o8 o .

Definitions and Distinctions
Standards .+ ¢ ¢ ¢ ¢ 4 . o
Grades O
Evaluations

BRIEF HISTORY OF EVALUATIONS

The Functions of Grades . .
Social Conditions
Internal Procedure . . « . &
Feed Back . . . « « « .

Summary\ T

A LOOK AT TRADITIONAL GRADES

Reliability . . . . ¢ « « &

(a) Test - Retest Reliability
(b) Intramural Comparisons of

(c) Summary of Reliability
Validity . o o « o o o« &

(a) Intrinsic Validity . .
(b) Predictive Validity .

(¢) Conclusions . . . . . .

‘NEW FORMS OF GRADES . . . .

And Universities

a

Reiiability

ACADEMIA'S RESPONSE TO PASS - FAIL

(a) Popularity Among Students . . .
(b) Popularity Among North American

Colleges

(c) Popularity Among Admissions Officers
And Admissions Committees . . .

Student Motivation . . . . . .
The Effect on Grade Point-Averages . -.

(a) Exploration. . . « « ¢« ¢ o« o o &
(b) Academic Workload . . . « « « « &

(c) Gresham's Law and Academic Currency

. Exploration, Academic Workload & Gresham's

ey

RECAPTTULATION . 7 &=

BIBLIOGRAPHY L] . . L] L] L] »



TABLE 1-

TABLE 2.

* TABLE 3.

TABLE 4.

TABLE 5.

LIST OF TABLES

s

Distributions ef the Grades Assigned Students Page
by Selected Social and Natural, Science Depart-

ments at Three Institutions of Higher Learning:
Gamson's ‘'Hawthorn' College, a large public
University in the western United States, and

the University of Alberta, Canada. . ., , , . . . . 16

Grade Distributions of the Teaching Staff in

three University of Alberta Faculties, expressed

as a Percentage of all the Marks given by each
respective Faculty to Students Enrolled in 200

and 300 Level Courses, 1968-69 to 1971-72, . . . . 19

A Distribution of Percentage Marks on Iwo High

_ Schooi English Themes, a Geometry Rroblem and

& History Papert o & o e+ & e 2 0+ 8 0 s+ s 2 2+ 2 24

A Difference of Means Test of Freshmen who took

all their Courses Under Pass/Fail to Freshmen

who took all their Courses Under the Letter Grade,

By Semester. « « « o« o o o o o o%¢ o o o o o o o o 42

A Difference of Means (t-test) of (1) Single course
Grades of (a) Those who had the P/F option to (b)
Those who were denied it, and {2) the Grades Earned

in all the other Courses by (a) Those who had the
Single Course P/F option, and (b) Those who were
denied the P/F option, by Class Level. . . . . . . 43

3




. o
@
b . > .
A - .

[

"PREFACE
\

. ! .
This report began as a modest literature revies ot the
» A N ¢ <
advantages and disadvantages of the Pass -Fail Grading system so

popular amodq today's college students. For .one ..to understand

X o

pass-Fail, however, he wmust also ansvwer questions about the
. e

nature and4 purpose of* grades. Hence, . a new stratum of
-investigation appeared. But it seems that this new stratum

contained questions which 1led to other strata, almost ad

(S

infinitum, How did grades come into use? What were they used for?

S i S i e e e

L

r

~

Vhat are  they used for today? wWhat is the relagionshxp,‘%f any,
between AEades received and material learned; between séholarship
and performance? Did the grade received dcal only with the
intellectual ahility of thé student, or were other aspects (i.e.,
interpersonal relétionships and human manipulation) involved?

ww-w .Wdere grades coveted as ends unto themsolves, or enmployed for

. 3
higher order ends?

?

Time and organizational considerations compelled me to draw

€
L4 -

lines and establish priorities. I have had to stop .short on many
ancillary questions siamply because the literature is plentiful
and ;}mp was scarce. Besides, the dominant feature of this report

wvarranted all possible attention.

N

This report 1s no longer solely about Pass-Fail Grading. A

5

more impdértant -question is that ot the proper use of any set of

symbols, called grades, in the avoved purpoées of higher

ERIC . ~ ' -
T —r— M) i N
. €
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A great uany,thesgs en grading practices, both orally and 'in...

“

the literature, lack cogency because authors fail to note the

.

difference betveen terms used in .evaluating various grading

systems. I shall endeavor to adhere to the following definitions

when_speaking of‘grading systems in .colleges and universities

throughout the North American continent . '

-

;7

STANDAKDS

»

fhe term "Standards® refers to the calibre of the

undergraduate and gJraduate education as it exists within a

“ >

specific institution. The calibre of a student's education in
*‘
college can be determined®in -'a number ‘of vays. It could be.

derived from the entrance requirements at both the undergraduate

¢
P

and graduate ° levels; it could be measured\ by. the achéeiic
attrition rate, Sr conversely, the numbers of students winning
national awards and scholarships; it could be measured by the.
type of programs (curricula) offered to students; it cguLd§he

o

assessed by the requisite qualifications for graduation; etc. A

host of separate indices are available (see Astin, 1968). .
v, K

A

The single evaluator of the calibre of undergraduate
_ education to be examined in this report is the system of grading

studepts' performance while they dre still undergraduates.
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. - | . L e .
GRADES '~ L . . . - .
* “' . 4 -..n v "
Rasically I define * a grade as a symbol (m-st cdamonly a ) /

» - o )

) perﬁentum, numbher or lettfr) chosen from among a set of symbols, -

representing the evaluatidn of a learngr's academic performance, .

]

- - s « « - . %n 3 .
segmgnt of learning- in " an institution of higher learning 1s

as determined by his teacher, which at the end of, a ‘formalized

Y

.
-

“~transcribed unto the learner's record for future reference. A -

-~ -

Grade Point Average (GPA) is au average of these symbols vithin a

5 - . . . . . .
particular institution of higher learningj. '
. ',/.

e

.

BVALUATIONS | - I

5 <@

’ - ‘ \’

-

The term GRAD®S nusf b distinguished from EVALUATIONS. A

mark,ot excellence (a 9 at the University of Alberta; A's in some .

other institutions, 100% in still others) is' the result of an

e &

evaluation, not the evaluafion “itselt. Indeed an evaluation, qé
Elbow (1969) put it, occurg every time student and teacher meet,

Few of these ovaluations are summarized and formally recorded.

Those that are - recorded evantually £find their  way, as a
composite, into the record of the student's vitae. Cuite clearly

' ’ . L :
_the formal process ot 2valuation is comparing the student's

v

progress to either the standards of the institution or the

3

instructor's own standards to see where he stands, than assidning

»

him his grade. ° .

Now these three concepts (standards, . evaluations, and

~ 19
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¢grades) may not be egployed.ﬁn.the same manner from university to
~ + -
. e “ ~, N N -, -~
university, or aven” within’ a university. On-:the ond hani, a
) N g

colleqges may set very, very hign admission standards, but once the
. \ ;

e

-student is admitted will probably not-grade students?' work in any

ainute 'deq%ee. odn the ‘other hand, undergraduate .admissions

standagds may be intentionally set low, but a hiqh attrition.rate

@ L4
[ *

results when the faculty enforces a very rigid standard of

evaluation during, the student's first and.second years.~0r, as’in
. . [}

. -

the case of some Community Colleges, opeﬁ admissions a e

complemented by a lov standard of evaluation. In any case, the
v - < . “at »
guality of the institution may or may not be affected.

-

L -
e » .
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& T .'i . . .
2
) . ’ . A, . ; .
. ot - ..+ SECTION ITs°'8RIEF HLSTORY OF EVALUATIONS - .
- N 3 . . K ¥ - - LN ,
at " The process of the tutor'evaluating his gtudent has probably

< “ . «

existed for quite some time, but we have no evidence that , either
the results of the evaluation (i.e., magks ‘an d gf}deﬁ)'gr .

certification of learning {diplomas and degrees) exfﬁted’ in <the ¢ °

-4 e
Cos Lty
evaluatlon took place the results of avaluatidps were either’

- -, e

comnunlcated orally or non-verpally’ Gt N

Certificafion, as we have cdme'tb know it today, pép&ébly
A .began.wlth the creation bf”colleges ana ;niVPrsities iﬁ nédieval "
v . - e LIS
tlmes.a Students at ‘the Universiéy «of ’Par}s, for Jinstanbe,' )
pvesentég'themsoLVPq to the Chancéllor to be’ examin:; . by -hi;

' ! a )

before receiving the . licentia legendi (Hasking, 7965, p;us at

.o seq. describes both the Univérsity ot Paris' and }he” University .
’ I » . . oL
of Bologna's:qraddation exercises). L - -

b [}
- L
-

One can presume that this style of final examination, for a
- : "
5 deqrép continued even untc the discovery of the new world:s Mary

2’

Smallwood (1935), 1in her study of five American coloniai '

e Al

unlver51tles, tells us that public qraduatlon ~exam1natxonq ifre; -

. coamon ,at Harvard and Yale in the mid- 17th cehtuty. At H&rvapd
“‘each qraduand Jaq expected %o bé¢ examined on Eh/’ subjects ”df ’ .
Latin, Creek, Hebrew, rhetorlc,“loglc, th;lCS andslaw-dusudlly R
otally, and by mempprs of the audignép ‘or external ~examiners.-

, G:aduagion vas not 1lways the forego;e;;gpnélusion .it,;s in
Q . p .

11

-
'3

. days or "the Greek 'philosophers.' One presunes then-that whiie R T

bt
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, s

today's convoéatioh. The shift from an oral tc a written

. . . - a ., . P
examlnatlon was a late 184h and early 19th century event. Yale
- Unlver51ty 1nqt1tutod a 'biennial! examination in 1830.t As these

. five qchools approached the clo e of the 19th century, not enough

“time was awailable to orally:G examine the candidates for

- -
“ -’ o

Qraduatxon in_depth. A number of forces leg.to tﬁ% eventual

decline of the practice of a single public examination for a

. dagree. éirstly was the sheer nupbers of students enrolled

,)e ' {paltry coipar@d to the numbers 1in today's colleges and
- ) ‘ ' i R .
.aniversities) . As Ticknor wrote in 1825:
'\'u "For 1t, is Ldle to think of hurrylng,-lu a single «
day, through the cxamination of sixty young men in
' the studies of a year; and it is unreasonable to
’ . expect the gentlenmen ~[external examinerg) will .
come frocm a distance and .undergo considerable -
expense v for many days, in order"to do it more

.
*
P

o : thoroughly. A‘'good examination of this sort is one
<y . of the most laborious’ and one ot the most valuable
) : services that can be’ pertormed for the advancement
. of knowledge; and, if 1t is to be well done, it .
- e shouldi not -only be %thorough, patient, and exact;,
. : but, should be public at the time,fond public in
- o 1ts results."2 ¢

’

A second ma]or force in the Aemise Of the single f%nal
.. examination can be attributed to the @roliferation of knowledge.

yo¥ only was it more difficult for students to have a universal

‘ .grasp oi knowledge but, pefforce, the number of examiners had to
. R :

v
’

v, - (1) It is interesting’ to learn ~ that approxlmatoly 65 - years

earlier (1762), Jdale students refysed to be subjected to any
_examination "...except it be for a degree,...."™ ( 1935, p. 35) .

(2) Smallwood, ., gp. Sit., p. 12 -
£

EM I
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-
=
e h

< .

! .‘ - N < ° . ¢ - - - .
-be increased to accomodate the increased 'specialization.

Thus, in the last 150.years, a shift has occur: i fronm
public examinations for a degree held by \external examiners  to

written tests at the termination of a course, held in camera, and

-
*

judged by the institution's own faculty.

<



SECTION III. THE FUNCTIONS OF GRADES

N @

© Stanford Fricksen (1967) lists three possible functions of

grades: 1) to satisfy social conditions, p;inariiy employment

w -

opportunities, 2) to assist internal adminlstrative procedure,

~and 3) to provide an evaluative feedback to the student.

L4 -

SOCTAL CONDITIONS

Businessmen utilize grades as one Jof | their criteria when
seiegting candidates.- A Trecent sx@tvey by Bailey (1972) of

governmental and ccmmercial employdrs in <Chicago and environs

@
[y

shovs that undergraduate and graduate dJrades' are  segcond in
importance ‘only to "Previous work experience." Bailey conc'ludes
that:

“"The response of the survey group appears to be

consistent with the g2nerally held business view

that an individual's previous track record is the

best indicator of his future performance.” p. 18
The second major group of users of the students'® transcripts
are the graduate and°prof§ssional schools. Admissions committees
closely review the candidates' transcripts as a Toutine pre-
admissions procedure. The topics, of the predictability of grades

and of the graduate schools' admissions officials' views of non-

traditional grades will be dealt with in later sections.

~

~4

14
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T

NTERNAL PROCEDURE

Usnaily a 51ngle qymbol, representing an Extended period of
learnlng .on a spec1f;ed topic, a qrade encapsulec all thaf is
alleged to have transpired during that period. This single symbol
indeed facilitates record keeping; Assupe, for examgle, t+hat each
full-time day undérgraduate‘stﬁdent at the U. of A. elects five
courses. One can easily see that the Registrar's’office has

75,000 numbers to transcribe onto 15,000 individual records

(source: Registrar's Statistics, 1971-1972). One stroke per

evaluation is infinitely less time consuming than the briefest of

essays. . ‘

Grades also serve other uses in the undergraduate student's
career. The eoxtremes of the,grade point distribution are used by
university ofticials to either bestow awards, as in the case of a

high Grade Point Average, or take disciplinary action, as in the

~
-

case of a low Grade Point Average.

2 ' . 1/'

Plnally, grades are employed in periodic decxsxcns about the
status of the student. Firstly, they determine uhero a student
ranks vis-a-vis his peers. Secondly, they indicate if the student
should be prométed fron one year to the next. Thirdly, they are
used to aSCertaxn the student's candidacy for graduation.

Fourthly, they are a basis tor the decision to permit a student

to enrol in more advanced courses of the same discipline.

15
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3 .

~ .

Fifthly, they may be used for certain research studies (e¢.g., the
Mclean report of 1971). Finally, they facilitate transfer
procedures both inter- and intra-institutionally. Grades are very

¢ .
handy devices to the administratbr. . L

FEEDBACK .

RBut let us _not overlook the student. How do the students
X N

.benefit from grades? Much litesrature alleges that Jrades are .

useful feedback devices. I wmight adad parenthetically that it's

s r

deplorable that this may be in some cases\ the only feedback
device available to the student. As a (feedback, Qhovever,

Peldmesser (1972) feels that the student is in ’'a position to

? s - -

assess his progress within the learning situation in tvo

.

contexts: firstly, he can compare,himself to the pertormance of

his classmates, and’ secondly, he can realize his preferences,
abilities and weaknesses, thereby identifying his career

objective and areas of cowmpetence.

-

Haagen (1964) feels that grades guide the student as vwell as

gotivate hinm.

e
TR

"§ithout some form of appraisal that provides
orientation and confirmation  of achievement,
atteapts at learning are inefficient and the
student becomes demoralized" p. 89

warren (1971) points out, however, that one should wmaintain

the distinction between grades and evaluation; between the end-

result and the process.

o

16
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¢

-

"The contention that teedback “to students about
their performance coastitutes an important purpose
of grades...confuses cvaluatinn (the assessment of
performance) with grading (reporting of the
assessment results). A variety of procedures dre
available to inford students about the nature of
their performance without the publication of a
summarizing symbol to - represent overall
per formance in a course." p. 15

=

SUMMARY

= Grades hav- funcéipned as feeback to the student, and as
such can be paerceived ésuimmediate and spbrt lived stimulii. A
Ostudent§céé see, dur;ng the term, how uel} (or poorly) he 1is -
p}ogressinq. Once the term ends, the final grade becomes the
artifact of what was purported to have.occurred bet ween learner

and *tutor. Tts stimulus -effect upon the student is reamoved

~

(excep* in the case of supplemantal examinations), hut the
.artifact remains, and atfects the student's future. In the near
future certain advantages of the system of higher education (mogp
advanced courses, intra- andrinterinstitufional transter, etc.)
ma} he offersd to or withirawn from him --. depending on his
academic fecord..rgkéhe ‘more distant fﬁture, these artifacts
affect > the student's chances for graduate or professional
education, or employment. To the student, gqrades, inf}uence not
only the here and now, but, aiso his chances at the career of his

choice. Is it any wonder he is tempted to favor these symbols of

high achievement?

~g '\ 1.? . | '
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ECTION IV

A LOOK Ar TRADITIONAL GRADES

It is a comhon practicé for the admissions ccamittees of
graduate and professional schools to examine éandidates'
transcripts., What do they 1look for? Hofeller (1972), in her
survay tof 668 deans of tha U. S, Graduate and Prdfessional
Programs in liberal arts, sciences, education, law, medicihe ahd
nursing tqund amongy the 391 r=sponses that: 7 ‘

\

*“Grade~-point averages remain ‘thg single most
important criteria for the evaluation of the
graduate school applicants."™ p. U

‘ + ©PHis ' one factor was followed very closely by two others:
. . .0
“entrang@ nxamination scores and the prestige of the undergraduate

institution.

Fntrance examinatlons,wsuéhvas—%%e Scholastie—&ptitude: Test -
(é&?), the Graduate Raecord Examinatics (GRE) and the Miller
Analogies Test (MAT), as gommépcial exaginétions, have undergone
riqorous trials ot vilidity and reliabiliéy. Can the same be said
about the Grade Point Average (GBA)? Tt, too, purpoffs to measure
the concrete acquisition of knowledge, thé ability to reason, to
cipher, to expound, etc. It, too, is a result of an examination--
or to be more precise, the mean of the weighted scores on a
nuaber of examinations;»qivon by A numher of examiners. One

wonders if the frade Point Average has undergone similar tests of )

validity and reliability.
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-

RELIABILITY
{a) Test-Retest Reliability

We bagin our examination of the GPA's reliability by
assuming that, in the macro-educational senss, the natire of a
high -"school edlucation 1is eguivalent to the nature of" ;an
undergraduate education; and that the naéure of a collegé
edﬁcation is equivalent in naﬁure to a graduate edﬁcaflon. We now
can assume tnat the whole of the student's high school =iucation
was evaluated and represented by his GPA, and the whole of his
collaege experience is a retest of his_high Qéhool education,
which is in turn represented by his college GPA. If this is the
case, then ample'evidence exists 'to shov.that,hiéh school- grades
and Grad-» Point Averages produce significant correlations with
fi;st_;gar college grades aﬂané;gde'“ﬁafﬁfm_ﬁVérEQEE;'“Simi%arly,
undergraduate college grades and GPA's are reliable f?eaictors'of
first year graduate schcol achievement (see Hills, 196u4; Hills,
gg al., 1965; Klugh & Bierley, 1959; Lannholm, et al., 1968;
iewls, 19663 and Chamberlin, ot al., 1942). It is interesting-to
ob:..arve tha; the efficacy of the correlat;on§; deteriégates as
temporal distance botween-the two variables increases. Thus the
high school GPA has a lower corfelagg;n coefficient to graduate
school GPA'S than it does to first year undergraduate GPA's.
Rogers (1937), has shown that cach of three incoming classes of
students had a high correlation coefficient between eachmpdir of

-

academic terms, but as the length of time between pairs of teras

1]

19 :
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increased, tpe correlation coefficients Jdecreased.
- oA

Looking deeper into the. Grade' Point Average, one easily

observes that there aLe two fundamental %pputs: the student as

n

the = performer and tne teacher as the evaluator. 1In the

~

copréla{ional studies so far, tne student, as acadeﬁic performer
has been a Tfixed element. &lark {(1964) studied xhe‘the second
element when he reviewed the grades earned by studentg:- in
eighteen separafé freshman classes who entered a single

university between the years 1931 and 1958. The composition of
L4 R
the group of teachers, while it undoubtedly did alter during

those 27 years, can be assumed to have remained somewhat stable.

-

Each freshman class was, on the other hand, entirely new. Clark

concluded that ) T

",..the ratio of the weighted standard™ deviation — -~ -
of student averages to the standard deviaticn of
all arades, usinjy the credit hour 4s a unit, can
. be taken as an indication of the reliability of
the individual Grade-Point Averages." p. 430

Thus, in one university at least, ‘a certain consistency in

grading practices by the faculty was present.

)

(h) Intramural Comparisons of Reliability /.

»

So far we have looked at the association.between separate
institutions: hiéh school: to college, college to graduate school.
Clark has introduced a new dimension 1nto our examination ot

colleqge grades: intramural comparisons of reliability.

~

20
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v The equivalent forms test of reliability could be applied
. in+ra-institutionally, if oﬂe is to assume that tﬁe gquality -én&
the content of Aifferent courses offered in different departments

is roughly equivalent. Thus, an introductory course in physics is

. thought to be equivalent to an introductory course in chemistry,

and both are seen as on a par with a freshman’English course =--

at leést this is the conclusion one draws from examining the

weighting . system of ™credits" promulgated in most - college

o

catalogues (see Heffernan, 1973). What evidence exists of an

A . .- ,—.17
interdepartmental reliability? Do the instructors in varigus ..

> subunits of . an institution of higher learning assign the same

*grades to the student body within a given term? »

"The pgoportioné'of wpts" given", . says, Chamberlin (1942),

", ..vary not only fros college to ‘college, depaiément to

department, and instructor to instrﬁctot, but also with the saae

™. instructor grading the same material% at different times." (p.
23)
A dozen years prior to Chamberlin's massive study, Crawford
(1930) examined thé grades given to six freshman classes.by
faculty members 1n\§welve departments at Yale University, and
. ~
obsarved that \\\‘ ’ ‘
", ..1t° is bad Qhouqh to have to tie *ogether so
many credits as if they wvere pieces of string
which eventually must reach a certain definite
lenqth., It is worse to Eind some of these pieces
l are rubber Dbands of . variablé lemngths and
- . elasticity. Granted that “Wcredititis" is. in
ERIC : N

~
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-

itselt a malignant Jisease, so 1long as it

. persists, its ravages may at least’be lessened to
some efxtont by establishing more uniform
-equivalents between the necessary’ credits and
true performancé.” p. 234

T
rN 3

Crawtord went on to obsarve that

"...those departments whose marks most vary fron
the class mean also exhibit the most noticeable
fluctuations from year to year, as compared evan
with their own subject norms. These departments
also tend to show the greatest divergence between
grades assigned by the experienced and the
inexperienced teachers." p. 240

Crawford's departments rtemained anonymous throughont his
article. So, too, were tne departmemnts studied py Gamson (1969).
Dr. Gamson did, however, assemble her departments under two

disciplinary rubrics: social and natural sciences. The grading

?

practices . of the social science faculty at_'Hduthofn' college

were more liberal tﬁaqﬂfhose of the fatural science taculty in

thgfsame college - (see Table 1 below).

“

“

-y

I decided totfeﬁlicate Gamson's findings with data at hand. -

I selec¢ted the grade distributions from each ot five of the

social and: natura} sciences departmeﬁts at a iarge public
university in the western part of the United States. I also
selected the grade distributions given in ten in;roductory level
(200 level) courses tau&h£ at the University of Alberta, five by

social science departments and five introductory courses Ry four

" natural science departments (data provided by the McLean (1971)

and Coull (1973) reports). The results are presentéd in Table 1,

"
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%

S  TABLE 1

. .
Distributions of the Grades Assigned Students by
Selected Social and Natural Science Departments
at Three Institutions of Higher Learning:
Gamson's *Hawthorn' College, a large public -~
University in the western United States,
and the University of Alberta, Canada.

GRADE
gggggggg College 1 A B c D R Sum Numbér
Social Sciences 15 43 29 10 3 100% 251
Natural Sciences 13 25 37 W 10 100 . ,‘21u.

e

x2 = 10.31, df°= 4, P < 0.05

weqtern U. S. University?

Social Sciénces ( 26 62 27 5 2 100% 2,691
Natural Sciences * 21 28 38 8 5 100 - 4,341
x2 = 6.84, df = 4, P < 0.20

-

9t 8 7 6 5 4. <4 Sum Number
Social Sciences - 4 - 11 21 22 22 12 8- 100% 5,29
Natural Sciences’* 3 8 16 24 23 .14 12 100 3,518

x2 = 2.36, df = 6, P < 0.90

—___  While the frequency dxotrlbutxons of the ¢two scholarly

divisions in Gamson's study were' statistically' significant,

- similar distributions in two large universities, one in the U.

S., the other in Canada, were not. Based on these_ limited data

k)

t Both U. S. institutions use a five-letter grading system while
the nnxverSLtv of, Alberta is on a 9~ point system (9 = ‘excellent,
i1)e ‘o '
2 Depar ments in the U. S. Public University ware: Anthropology,
Economics, Political Science, Psychology, Sociology, Astrononmy,
Biology, Cheaistry, Geography and Physic3. Por the University of
Alberta the subjects were: Anthropology 202, Economics 200,
Political Science 200, Psychology 200, Socidlogy 200, Biology
230, Chemistry 200 and 202, Geography 201, and Physics 200.

° T 23
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While the frequency distributions ot the two scholarly

divisions in Gamson's study wvere statisgically‘ significant,

-

sipilar distributions in two large universities, one in the U.

%
>

S., the other 1in Canada, verebQot. Based on these limited data

one could infer that ‘membership in a ﬁ&;gicglar_iiggﬁ (social —or

F Sy

natural sciences), does not, de facto, result in strict or lenient

grading. practices. N

—

The difference in the results of *Hawthorn! College and the

two ugiversities might be partially attributable to another

vagiable: time. Cnawfofd‘obserqu that th'ose departments at Yale

vith the widest deviation from the mean also had the "...most

noticeable fluctuations froa year to year." Gamson's data wvere

.ﬁbtaiﬁed in the fall of 1962, a few yedrs‘ after ‘Hawthorn' was
founded. The grade distribqtions fronm fheo two western
univers}ties uere’qathéred some nine years later, in the academic
year 1970-71, and fully half a century after the creation of
these two institutions. Surely';ne aspect of reliability is that
tha device measured stands immutable to the forces of time. The |
Prﬁdential- Life {nsurancehConpany selected the,RocE of Gibraltar
as its trademark because it connotes aﬁ everlasting reliability.
Are ‘grading ;ractices similarly unchangeable? Crawford observed
flﬂctuakions: Table 1 hints at the possibility of change over
tima. Ra8aussen (19695 hprovides more conclusive evidence.

Rasmussen found the faculties in the schools of education at six

midwvestern - universities during the 195i's differed significantly
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in their grading practices from the practices of their'colleagues
<

in schools of husiness adaministration and 1liberal arts. He £1s0 R

discovered that the differences present in the 1950's had }argely

* 3
%

" been erased in  the 1960's Rasmussen concluded that the grading

and standards of the Education faculty memnbers rose to those -of

the faculties in Business Administration and Arts.

» ]

Again, wusing information provided in the McLean and Coull

reports, I computed- the dgrading practices of the Educatlon,

»

N 4 * ’ - . . N
Business and Commerce, and Arts faculties at the Universdity of’

Alberta. -

.
- e

AN ,

~,

COMPUTATIONAL PROCEDURE: McLean presents the numbers of: 9-point -

grades given in 200,300,400,500 & 600 level courses in each of
these faculties, These data appear in Table VIII of his report. I
chose the 200 a;h,BOO level courses for each- of these faculties,
primarily because many Arts students are Stlll in a three-year

general BA program, and to compare 400 level courses in Arts with -

the other faculties would be pitting honors students?
capabilities against reqgular undergraduate students in Business &
‘Commerce, and BEducation. The numerical distributior of each grade
at sach level was converted to a percentage for each of the three
years in -the .réport. The two levels were then coubined. ‘These’
percentages becdle fhe basis for chi-square appllcations, - using
the Department of Fducational Research. Services program NONPO2. I
realize a two-way analysis of variance would have been a better
statistical technique. The datay however, were not in a form
amenable to the department's analysis of variance prograss.

Y

T

-
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-~ S

v e
TABLE 2 t'h .

3

Grade Distributidns of the Teaching staff )
in three Unjversity of Alberta Paculties,
expressed as a Parcentage of all th=s : >
Marks given by each respective Paculty to .
. Students Fnrolled in 200 ahd 300 Level Courses,
1968-69 to 1971-72

-

PART 'I. INTRAFACULTY COMPARISON ‘

" FACULTY OF ARTS ' \ " Number
. * Fa 4 ; Of
1 2 3 ol 5 6 - 1 8 9 Marks
67-68 0.9 2.3 3.6 11.9 21.5 27.7 20.0 9.5 2.6 21,822
6869 0.7 ,1.7° 3.2 ~10.8 19.6 27.0 22.1 114 3.5 25,891
69-70 0.6 1.7 3.5 10.2 19.3 26.8 22.4/ 11.9 3.6 30,311 °
70-71 0.5 .3 2.8 9.2 18.3 27.0. 24.2 -13.0 3.7 29,551
71-72 _ 0.3 1.3- 2.5 9.0 18.6 28.3 24,0 12.4 3.6 29,339
x2 = 3.35, df = 32, P = 1.00
- ) ’ 5
BUSINESS & COUMMERCE ’ N
67-68 0.9 3.5 6.4 17.3 26,2 24.4 13.7° 5.4 " 2.2. 2,793
68-69 1.3 3.7 5.1- 15.9- 20.6' 24.9,17.0 7.9 3.6 3,747
69-70 3.7 4.7 7.2 “14.5 22.6 23.7 -]38.2 6.6 2.8 5,252
70-71 2.0 4.1 4.4 13.0 20.1 22.5 19.0 9.9 5.0 5,935
71-72 0.9 4.3 53.1 14.9_ 21.6 24.1 16.9 10.4 3.3 6,419
X2 = 11.95 DF =32 P = 1.00 S 5
EDUCATION ‘
67-68 0.1 0.9 1.1 7.4 17.8 32.3 25.2 11.5 2.,7. 8,878
68=69 0.1 0.5 0.8 4.7 12.8 30.1 32.1 15,0 3.9 10,133
P 69=70 0.3 D.T 1.0 5.7 14.2 29.9 29.3 4.1 4.8 9,332
70-71 0.3 0.6 0.8. 5.7 4.9 29.4 28.0 15.3 5.0 9,054
71-72 0.3 0.5 1.1 &7 13.8 2B.4 28.6 16.4 6.2 8,773
¢ . - ‘
. X2 = 5,36 DF = 32 P = 1,00 ) -
cQ
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PART LI. INTERFACULTY COMPARISON?
I S
YEAR x2 P <
67-68 18.5. .30
J 68-69 2724 0 .20
. 69-70 27.7 .05
g ‘ 70-71 15.3 .50 '
. ) 71-72 18,6 .30 .

.

v The grade, dlstnbutxons of each of these three faculties have
been assembled by year. For example, the 1967-68 distribution of
‘the FPaculty of. Arts was joined by the 1967-68 dis tributions of
.the,Faculties of Business & Commerce and Education tc make a"3 X
9 matrix. There were sixteen degrees of freedon

-
; »

. . Y
- “ > N &
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o

The t@aching statf in the fachties of Arts, Business &

Conmerce, and Education remained consistent in their various

grading practices over ;he fiye years reviewed (see Part I); but
vith each ‘successive Year the differences between the grade
distributions given by each faculéy varied, from a position of
loose agreement in 1967~68 to one of statistically significant

ditference in 1969-70, and seemingly following a curvilinear

trend back to homogeneity in 1970-71. ¥

(c) Sammary of Reliability

u
'

Standard reliability tests of polleqé Qrades,'vhen applied

- [

e ————

between levels of education, are extremely dependable. In the

macro-éducational , sense, grades and Grade Point Averages are

roliablé,'and can be used as predictors of near future grade

perfpfmance. College grades appear to be consistently applied to

J‘alfernating freshnAP classes at one unigersiéyﬂ over a 27. y ear

.C/ : pefib@* of time°-- S0 longevity adds credence .to this examination
‘!of.reiiability. i .

s, & ., > '

. Some writers (notably Crawford and &hanberlin) contend,

however, that grading practices ;ary vithin institutions. As much

'1' . evidence exiets to suggest that there is a consistent grad{ng

~ . .
- pattern among department’s and schools as there is evidence to

imply that grading patterns by departments and schools are

—

capricious. The presence of other, potential intervening

conditions (calibre of each class of students, “a change in

ERIC
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4

administration, the proscriptions and sanctions of university
rules and requlations, etc.) inhibits more detailed analysis of s
these data. One can conciude that grades and grading;patterns are

-> i -
’ fundamentally reliable, howevaer, It should be stressed that even

with a high correlation coefficient ot .60, only one-~third (. 36)
of the variance in grades received cag\ be accounted for; dnd
although one variable antedates the other, causality can not

really be presumed.’

Al

VALIDITY

.

Reliability is only one: half ot the twin agproaches to
assessing the credibility cf college grades. Both reliability and
validity must pass their respective tests if. the phenomenon undar

investigation is to be judged worthy.

Simply put ‘'validity®' asks the question: How accurately is
‘ what we measure truly represented by our measuring devices?
’ ' -

Obviously one way to test the validity of a grade is to examine

what it symbolizes.

- Warren (1971) suggests that a grade repyésents a composite
of the. evaluations covering ma;y dimensions of the studeht's
learning. Thus the letter "B" inyphilosophy may be ’equatqd‘-with
the student}s ability to think discriminately and tc communicaée

logically « .d cogently. The same "B"™ in a science course may

' represent his abhility to handle mathematical formulae, manipulate

laboratory apparati, and wmemotize facts. Gamson (1969), in her

ERIC ‘ 29 . ~ o
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&

N

_study of 'Hawthorn' college, found that the social scicntists

!

t2nded nto include the humani§tic qualities of the student when

2

arriving at a grade (e.g., the potential of the student, nis

2nthusiasm, his wiliingness to work hargd, his,outside-of-class -

Ay 2

activities, etc.) while the faculty in the naéural sciences

limited themselves mnmore to academic performance on guizzes,
2 e , v
laboratory reports, and examinations. This may also account for .

J——

the wide _diserepancies in “the grade distributions between the
- social and physical scientists at 'Hawthorn' college.

4

a

If evaluators make valid evaluations, then a'grcup of raters .

should assess the same stimulus essentially the "same way =-- or

statistically speaking, the variance about the mean should be

extremely small and the distribution should be’ leptokurtic.

(a) Intrinsic Validity

Examine, if ycu w#ill, please,’ the frequency distributions
)
set out in Table 3.
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TABLE 3

A Distribution of Percentage Marks on
Two High School English Themes,

3
a6
English English
% Theme A Thene E
~N

54 %

55 ¢ c*

58 : :

59 :

60 :

61 :

62 : c ok
63 H

64 L N

65 3% s kKX

66 % :

67 2

68 ckkkk ok

69 skEk Tk

70 Kk EK KX .

T1 %% :

72 s kkkExk SHERREKE KK
TV ckkkw s kK KX
E TR T YT il
LTS cEREKEKEEER 3 KREY KKK
"76 s EREERE c AR BREEK XS
77 cEk%xx s kKKK

78 s kkkx sheRE kKR
79 kKKK EEK s
BO  REEEEERE TEREKKKERE
81 k%% cx

82 fttttttt SRR RN

83 ; :

84 3 1%

4
Total 81 T 80
f

Mean 75.11 74.95

s.d. 5.22
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These' histograms are not at all unlike the scores that a
typical class of students have earned on an examination. The

startling feature of these yraphs is that they wvere not the

~

scores of the students, Lut the evaluations by a number of

experienced teachers whc graded the samé ansver to the same

¥

question. Strach (19%2, 1$13a, 1913b), took a typical %igh school

Endlish theme, a representative History essay and a common
. 4 '

~

Geometry problemkgpd'éent them to a group of high school teachers

- in the state of Ohio. He asked each teacher to gr.ade the qui},

using the same standards as were currently employed in his high
school. All of the high schools at this time were using
beréentages. some of the hidh schools set the passing criterion
at 65%, others at 70%, “and still others at 75%. All cf the graphs
have been redrawn, . using -sténdard scores, where the criterion
(pasginq).score was ‘'set at 75% and a sthn@grd deviation set at

»
5%. - -

»

Now, 1if grades are supposed to répresent a degrees of
‘achievenent and if thé " theme wWritten by one English student
reflects his coamand ot the language, then :all high school
English teachers in this study should have observed the same
"level cf ﬁastéry. As it was, one English teacher graded the paper

fully four stardard Jdeviations beloy the average ot all the

@

English teachers.

2

The reader prcbably can think of numerous instances when he

I:Rjkj and his colleagues have Aiscovered that they employ differing
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criteria an asséssing the scholastic ability of their pupils, and
this phenosencn casts serious doubt on the credibility of each
grade., If a élngle grade symbolizes a unique érrangement of
evaluative devices Qrawn from a mosiac of all possiblé means to
j;dqe the student's -performance, then -it-shceuld-followthata

collection of all these syabols, ,allegediy equal in_ meaning;

should represent the level of scholarship of its owner.

Chansky (196d) argues that the grade, the essential
ingredient to the GPA, has no inherently stable meaning (evidence

of this has already been presented in Table 3).

. v

-

Perry (1968) concurs. The hypothetical student can balance 3
sign of poor scholarship (a "D" in English, for exanéle) against
evidence of gocd scholarship (a "B" in maihematics). The average,

wC", permits the student to continue his education, but does not,

by any 5Stretch of the imagination, assume that he is any better

student ot English.

(b) Predictive Validity

Grades are thought tc reflect some facet of man's acumen.
ther measures of man's intelligence and scholastic aptitude
exist. These measures can be ewmployed, by mnmeans of nmultigle
reqrESSibn, to predict the level of scholastic achievement in
college, and a measure of the validity of grades, as symbols

representing scholarship, can be interpreted from the results.

3

33
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This is precisely what .Aiken (1963) did. His work was replicated

by Miller (1969) and Wilscn (1970).

All three authors have separately demonstrated that the

Grade Point Average does not move concommitantly 'with. measured

levels of intelligence. Aiken, for instance, exami;ed three
incoming freshmar classes of 1959, 1960 and 1967 at women's
College of the University of North Carodina. Mean SAT Verbal
scores increased in this three year period by some 6.8 points.
Mmean SAT Math scores increased>5.95 points. Moreover, hiaﬁ school
GPA and class rank in high schéol at the time of graduation had
increased noticeably during the same period for each successive
Freshman class. Using these data, Aiken produced a multiple
regression coefficient with which he ‘could predict the year-end
Freshman Grade Pcint( Averaje %or each cohort. Thié Grade Poini

Average, when contrasted to th~ actual freshman VYear-end GPA,

showed the actual GPA to ke much lower than than predicted-.

Wilson poses a disturbing conundrum when he says:

",..if the level of freshman-yecar grades does -
not increase- as the quality ot grade-reclated
student input increzses, then grading standards,
may be said to have changed--to have beccme more

. stringent during the period under consideration."
pp. 47-48

It would appear as if, wunlike the economy, faculties in

institutions c¢f higher learning have managed to enhance rather

than aévalue the worth ot a grade. It scems quite evident fron

34
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these thr2e studies that a "C" puys more  student intellectual

input in 1970 than it did in 1960 or 1950.

&
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av

B

(c) Conclusions

*College grades have been -=xtant in higher learning since the
niddle ot the nineteenth’ century.. Numerous scales have been
devised, ranging 1in calihration from one hundred (as in

- S

percentages) to one (as in the current Pass/No Record

L)

‘nontraditional' grade). ' ‘

. -

~ -

In this paper I have attempted to analyze the reliability
and validity of this evaluative technique. The greatest number of

studies so far have dwclt on the predictive association of the

students! Grade.ycint»Averaqes'dt-a lower educational level to

their academic performance in the next higher level. When the

v

measured perfcrmance of large numbers of students are so studied,

the criterion of reliability is easily zet.

]

dhen ons shitts his gaze to " the grading practices of
teachers, the criterxon% of cbnsistency is not =c easily met.
Intramdral gradfnq‘p;aciices are erratic .and perhaps ‘(altbough
there 1is not enough evidence to sustaim\this statement) mAy even
\\

be 1nfluenced by scme unkncwn cyclical conditions.
AN

Very serious doubt arises when one exé;ines the validity of
arades. It would seem that a mulfxtu&e of ‘distinct
charactsristics are evaluated vwhen instructors set ~out grades.
Some protessors rate recall highly, others ﬂ6v~lt} and
creativity. Scme professors stress verbal lucidity, stili‘(GZhers

: \
problem solving abilities. Whatever the i1diosyncratic propd:{ies

L T Tope
M
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of the teacher, he resorts to placind his eyaluaticn on a ComRon
scale. Thus wmyriad value judgments, ~ach indepeniently dgrived
and based on ditterent value systems, are mixed and pureed into a

mishmash dubbed the GPA. And, as we all know, Grade ' Point

T Averages are the pabulum 'which sustains higher learning.

%

4
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SECTION V. NEW FORMS OF GRADES .

————

The 'American Association of dblque Registrars and
4
) ’ X
. Admissions ,Officer’s (0liver, 1971) has recently cbserved an-

-

increase in the use of new systems for recording the evaluations

of student proqress. More common torms of recording ftormal
sValuations (percentages, letter grades and stanines) have, at

times, been regplaced by a three\ﬁart system (Honorg—Eass-Fail); a

.~ - .

two part system (Pass-Fail, Credit-No-Credit); and a %ﬁngle class
2

system (Written evaluations or pPass-No Record grades)., All ot

these systems? tend to come under the rubtric "non-traditional

, grading practices" which seeans rather °ludicrous when the
. 5 ald

"traditional" syste® has been in existence little more than a

century and a halt.:. This particular study is going to exanine

-

the Pass/F311 ,systemfmand Q@shall, temporarily, set aside ot her

' ¢

» . '
-

-~ . n

“(1) This depends on one's historical perspgctive. Harvard
college, the first North American university (1'6036) did not
practice "Grading" until the mnid-eighteen hundred's, some 200
years after its foundation. Although Harvard antedates the
University ot Mew Brunswick by a century and a half (1875), it
is, in turn, second to the University of Mexico (1551) in the
academic processich of the western hemisphere. Mexico, first in
the west, is two or Rore centuries junior to such ruropean
institutions of higher learning as: Univarsita Degli ‘Studi,
Bologna and Universite de Paris (both founded sometime in the
1t¢h century), Universite De Montpelles (1780),  Universita Degli
Sstudi, Moderna (1175), Oxtord and Canmbridge Universitins (both
ca. 12th century), Universita Degli Studi,Naples™(1224),
Universita Degli Studi, Rcma (1303), Ruprect Karl Universitat
(Heidelberq) (1386),  Aberdeen  University (1494), and Albert
Ludvwigs Universitat (1454). It would seen rcasonable that, if
these western Eurocpean universities had practiced term-cnd
grading, that Harvard and the University of Mexico would have

° also engaged in the same tradition. Yet Harvard deferred such a
procedure for 150 years. CED, the more traditional practice of a
Q single public examination wds in effect.

»

D as :
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bl

forms cf non-traditional grading.

¢

In this section we shall view the Pass-Fail rorm of grading

from ftour perspectives. In the first instance we shall exaaine

<

the exfbpt ot the popularity of the Pass-Fail grading systen

among students, -institutions, and admissions offfrcers. Bepause

-y

©

Pass~Fail is said to internalize

N

the learner's motivation the

-

next perspective will review what the literature has to say about

'

. th student working harder--or less hard--at his studies when he

(S

elects a Pass-Fail option. We will examine what has happened to

the student's grade and GPA when he elacts a courss ander the

. v

Pass/Fail option from the third perspective. Finally w2 L wWill v

examine [the 1issues of the student ' ue§ire ‘to explore nén-. ,
required| subjects undér rass/Fail,: the Passy/Fail election in

-

-

: W )

relation: to his academic wcrkload, and the effect of two gré¢1nq
systems |coexisting within the academic community, : e ,;
g A : . ) -
- ) . ’

ACADEMIA'S RESBONYF TN PASS-FAILL > ' \ .

- ‘ ’-\ \ ?

' Y
(a) Popularity Amoﬁg Students ” \b\\ *

. The Pass/Fail grading Eystem, so Smallwood (1935) fcports, -
was: tried briefly by the University of Michigan iy J851. The
. 'prdctice of Pass/Fail was again tried about a cehtury later, when N

I3
4

Princeton IHniversity (see Karlins, Kaplan & Stuart, 1969) offereg'

¢

reports from

L "

this alternative tc its upperclassmen. A review of

- .. ¥
some  of thé earlier universities: which tTied pPass/Fail

~ 39




v

‘questicnnaire had indicated that they were now
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¢
Y € . . -
ko ’A '
1

(Washington, Illinois, Qripcefpn; Bragdb1s, -apnd. the Berkelc}

campus of the, Urniversity ot tallfpfnii), seem” to indicate ‘the
ratio of Pass/Fail symbols to all the other marks, expressed as a

e

during the tirs+t y2ar gr two,

Iy b . - /
out at’'about 10% of the total populatioh ot undergraduate grades

. N [ .

admipistered by a parcticular

percentage, increases then\ﬁlevéls

institution. Suslow' (1973) found
that in the six yeérs Pass/Not Pass (P/NP) had been used at the
University'of Calitornia (Berkeley) the petfentage of P/NP grades

LY

to all undergraduate gradéé stabilized betveen 10% and 11%.

;v >
v .
2 < - N

Johanssoh; Rossmann and” Zandell (1971) report that ) o
- ) L ® i : P ' '
"...a loss of the popularity ot the ungraded
opticn after the first year was the outstanding
. . finding from the data. Almost palf of the . 1969
‘ registrarts tock a 5-U0 [Successful-Unsuccessful]
course; this percentage dropped to about one-thirA
in 1970. Women and freshmen, in particular, tended
to“take the S-U cption less fregpently in 1970
oven ~though freshmen were allowed an unrestricted
number of S-U ccursss in 1970, only .about 7% of 2
the * treshmen <class “opted for more than one
ungraded course during .the spring term, iadicating
) that students w@might "he concerned about not
- overloading their academic records with ungraded
courses. " p. 275 . T
« . .

(b) ‘Topul%rity Amony  North American Gglleges and

w -,
Universities

8

. , g .

The Oliver report (1971) reports that 60% ot the 1,307 North

American colleges apt universities who. responded to the AACRAO
) ' -

-4, ..using some

e ’ *

form of non-traditional grading® in

S, 40

their record keeping systems.
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3
Threg@ of the twenty Canadian 'iustitutions of higher education in

Oliver's survey regported using a combination of traditional and

non-traditional grading. Non-traditiomnal grading of undergraduate
. £ »
’ s »

vork is 'a very rec=nt phengmenon, as most of the responding
inst}tutloné in North America sard the change had occurred within
the last two yedars. It would he too early to estimate how much of
a toothold non-traditional grhding-vill have had on the more

tradditional systems.

. (c) Popularity Anmong Admissiors OGrficers ¢pd Admissions

o ¢ “

Committees ! :

¥
T

Lawrencen Hanlcn'(106u) icdicated -that, as the admissions

.

ofticer for his medical school’, he and rany of his counterparts .

are -confronted with a number of .problems which result from non-

Al

traditional grades. He said:
\

"Knogledge of the comparative standing is a
necessity in evaluating .the academic attainmant of
students from tne few schools that de¢ uct 1report
? - " in terms of any of the usual grading systems... In
my cexperience with some of these unusual methods
. of - porting academic standings, there is
' . fregdently so much uncertainty about a student's
academic ability that he sinmply cannot be

a censidered tor ademission.® p. 95

.
Hofeller (1972), in her survey of three hundred and ninety-
3
€
one deans of graduate and professicnal schools in arts, sciences,
education, medicine, law and nursing, found that the clear

majority of graduate nd professional schools ceport the practice

of re -computing the Grade-Point Averages ot applicants,"not only

a1
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. 5 S

0

“ 2 .

°

td gain a measure cf the®student's ,performance in his major or

. c
A 7

senior year, but also to justify the GPA for possifle inclusion

of Pass/Fail yrades. Hofeller Said that

",..the outstanding .student, whose <credentials

include exceptiogal test scores, an acadenically

¢ prestigiocus collage, and outstanding
reconmendations, may suffer little §eopardy from a

choice c¢f non-traditional grades. However, a well
qualitied, but no(sic) noticeal unique applicant

~ who opts for Pass/Fail qrade may well be
discriminated . against in favor ot his potentially

. less abkle but mcie traditicnal peer. Although this

trend - might alter drastically, -its - present
direction is of immediate concern to contempnrary
students.”™ p. 11 r ’ :

Rossmann (1970) oﬁtalned? responses from *¢hirty graﬁbate
schools rand . fifteen prefessional schools to  his question
concerning Satisfactory-Unsgtisracto:y (s-U) grades. He ;earned
that both sets or deans do-not like to see a proponderance of 5-U
or non-traditional grades on a transcript. Rossman contends that
a large number of non-traditicral grades weakens the candidate's

-

chances of being admitted -- expecilally if these gradns were in

3
his maijor.

v

This same concern exterds even to Admissions Of ficers at the
undergracuate level. Oberteuffer (1970), in her survey of 213
a
unde;graduate institutions found tﬁat 57 of the 146 respondents
(approximately 1/3) telrx that non~traaitional gradingy would be

definitely decrimental tc the admissions possibilities of a

prospective student.

One underqraduate ddmissions officer responded to - the

:
i

42
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Oberteuffer questicnpaire by sSaying:
L \ 3 - ‘\
"Grades represent diligence, time-buldgeting, self-

. ~.discipline, effcrt, and perseverance. What are you
: atraid .of?"

,

¢ “ d W e

. Itv becomes evident that -Admissions ’Officefs at ;he.;if
undergrahu;;e ;nd qraauate levels are not overjoyed atléthe
thought of reviewing transcripts cogtdining a large n&mber of
non-traditional grSdes. -

- -

STUDENT MOTIVATION

A non-traditicnal grading AE?’tEm—-—§uch as the Pass/Fail
sybtem, is said to tacilitate learning pecudse it shifts an

’

emphasis on learning away from the external-motivaticn (getting a
'good' grade) towards 1nternal motivation ('l want’ to learn
something about this subject'). Under the non-traditional grading
SYS f;m, the student can look within himwelf tor his own measure
of cognition, that is, h2 can see for himself what 1t is- h@ knows
and does not know, and furihermore, precisely what 1t is tﬁat he

want to know. The desire to kncw, rather than the desire to -

obtain a pleasing grade heccmes the dominant drive.
Raimi (1967) rputs this arqgument cogently when he said:

",..the most telling criticise of all grading
systems is this: that the incentive and discipline
they toster are 1ncentives to beat the grading
systenm itselt (rather than towards scholarship),
and discipline in the direction of sate conformity
(rather than in the hubits of learning).” p. 311

ERIC 3 | !
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-

Proponents maintain that the non-traditional form of grading
also allows the teacher to put nmore emphasis on teaching.
Marshall (1971) suggests that ~individual descrﬁptions of tge
students (one form of ncn-traditiona} grading) serves a double
function: it provides all the desiderata many graduate school
adaissions committees think they need (see Oliver, 1971, pages 29
& 30), and it permits the instructor to devote himself, in a
small way, to the individual ‘student. The reader may look askance

_at this last assertion, but a study by .Page (1958) offers
evidence that perscnal feedbaék, ev;n in the inconspicuous medium
.~of Written comments .on an objective examination, is a strong

motivation to learninge.

opponents of the Pass/Fail system have suggested that such a

2 : N

system tends to create a feeling of 1indolence and slovenlyness " ®
among students. What evidence does one have from the literature

to support this? . .

Karlings, Kaplin and Stuart (1969) in their study at-
princeton Unversity, f£ind that students reported 72% said they
felt they had wcrked closer to their capacity ",i.ln a’

nuperically graded course rather than one graded Pass/Fail".

Further on in the report, these authors indicated that 79%
of these 1,006 responding students said that "If I knew my course

were being graded 1-7, I wculd work harder.", and 74% felt that

taking a Pass/Fail course had allowed them more time to study for

~

aa S
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other courses.

The student survey at Princeton also reported that their
students did, cn the average, 80% of the assigned readings in. the

graded courses buy only 61% of the assigned readings 1in the

.t

_Pass/Fail course. Students also rTeported attending &5% of the

graded courses' lectures and pr=cepts, but only 74% of the

Pass/Fail courses' lectures and precepts.

Stallings and Smock (1971), in a poll at the University of
Illinois, learned thatjthe gost of the students did only’ a
minimug‘ of work required for a "D". Bain, et al. (1971) at Ohio
Univorsgéf/repo;t that only 31% of the 3U44. responding students

worked hard enough to ¢fass the course, and an.additional 62%

worked hard enough to meet their Grade Point Average.

But contrary evidence a}so exists. In an earlier study by
Stallings, Wclff and Maehr . (1969) found that the. students
electing Pass/Fail carried a significantly higher co;rsé load (F
= 11,078, d4f = 1,150, P >'.01), which suggests that while the
Pass/Fail student may have eased up 6n one'particular course, he
compensated for it by increasing his course load. Suslow (1973)
also tound that students with high levels of &chalarship elected

an extra course under Pass/No Pass (P/NP) in order to graduate

-

. sooner.

Merryman & Kirman (1971) reported that 80% of the

respondents (N=63) said that the Credit/No Credit reduced the

\ 45 -
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/- i
/s
pressure tor grades and about 50% sa1d thev did as much work  for
the Credit/No Credit course as they did ror courses graded in the

.

conventional manner.

Josse and Simon (1971) compared the 'diaries' of medical
students at the’ﬁnlversity of valifornia (san Dieqgo) to similar
ones Fept by medical students at the Univpféity of Illinois.
Average times reported studying and 1in related académic
activities between the medical students at these two universities

wore essentially the same, ceven though the San Diago Medical

school was completely under 2 non-traditional grading system.

A conglnuing debate has occugred in acadenmic circles
concerning thé scholastic performance of students who elect
courses under Aa Pass/Fail grading system. Proponents ot the non-
traditional grading systes claia that students learn Just as nuch
and perforﬁ just as ¥ell a5 s%udqnts lahorigq under the more
tradlgional grading system. Opponents to tke non-traditional
system tactfully suggest that Students 1o not learn as much when
the sotivation to achinve a grade has besn removed. In roviewing
the literature, I considered two 1ssucs: the grades these two
groups of students received whon the instructor was aware that
both wuystems were used in his course, and tne grades these two
group<s of studénts"rpceiveﬁ when the instructor was hiind to
which students elected Pass/Fail. It 1S my as;u;prlon that 1f the
instructor knows which ot his students are under a Pass/?ail\

[ﬂiﬁ:‘ systenm, he willubu either more p?nifXVH or aore lax 1in his

Aruntoxt provided by Eic
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grading, depending apen nls peioofal iftituilss towards the non-

traditional yraiding systeas,

Smith (1471) .t the Un;vdrsitv ot Tilinois, Chicago rCircle,
examined the grades cecelved py thes. students who éiected a
Pass/Fa1l on a the grades ci 2, 135 Stuqelts who elected the
Pass)?all. The 1pstructcers \1n avery «ase were blind to which
students electel this particﬁlar option. The grades received by

these students electing a Pans/Fail werc petter than the jrades

received by the non-Pass/Fall students an the same CCUCLSes. Smith

went on to point out, however, that the stuaents who elected
4

Pass/Fail received a Pass/rail jrade whren wvodld have been lower

than their Grade-?cint Averige,

o

Darbara Von Wittacl (197z) studi-d tu- students in begiﬁning
foreign language caulyes (FUonii, Gerisu, spanish and Russian).
Three hunarﬂd 1nid fiya m%:? ats st o tn »%S sradents in these
courses had elected Pass/rati aai bl vhey roseaved conventional
grades, fheir qiades Wwoull tav e becn lodsr tnan tne 570 who cho;e
to remain under the tvracivional yoten.  Tne 1nstructors who

avardged these grates {1d net <iow wiiich ot thoeit students elected

the Pass/Fail opticn. .

Karlings ¢£% g;; {19n49), a*t Princ.ton Unlversity d1scoverad
in thelr survey of  1to otawd-ars Lo Paosyball students would
have earned a gra.- whien wi. one tull  juade  lower  than their

GPA. ) -

47




41

PAGS~FATI GRADING SYSTEMS: LITERATURE REVIFw
.Y
¢

Sgan™ (1970) found that students at every class level except

7
the Senior level who elected a Pass/Fail course at Brandeis
University had =1qn1f1cartly lower Grade Point Averages than the
average GPA of all thp members of that class. Thus’ Freshmen who
elected P/F courses had a GPA of 2.34 (on a four point scale

where A=4,0), and the class GPA for all Freshmen was 2.90.

v

- Ferhaps the mcst extensive field exper;men% on the topic of

1

Pass/Fail and academié performance occurred at the Cortland
campds of the ;tdbe University ;f 'Néw York. Gcld, Reilly,
Silberman and Legr (1971) were able to divide a Freshman class
into three groups and a Junior ,class 1into two groups. The
Freshman class ‘'was divided by its choice ot Pass/Fail election:
where all the Freshmen in the first qroup chose to have all their
coursestunder PasssFail; the Freshmen in the Secdnd ‘group chose
+to0 have only one course under 5aso/Fa11, and the Freshmen in the
third group chose to have hone ofotheir courses under Pass/Fail.
Th2 Sunior standing students were given only one option: to elect
one course under Pass/Fail, and they were then randomly divided,
where some were allowed to have that option‘while the rest were
denied it. The «course instructors were not intorﬁed of the
student's choice or his group membership. The instructors
subnmitted 1etter'¢grades (4,8,C,D, B+ for all “students. These
grades were ¢iven the usual weighting by ghe experimenters

(A=4.0, B=3.0, etc.) and a Grade Point Average (GPA) was computed

for members of each group. A difference of, means test (t-test)

48
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3

Tabl-»

-

was applied to these data, thz results of which appear 1
4. ) “ Table 4

A Cifference of Means Test of Freshmen whe

tcok all theiy Ccurses Under Pass/Fail to

Freshmen who took all their Courses Und=r the letter Grade, ny
Senestar.

4

EXEERIMFNTAL CONTROL *

GPA  Number GPA Number Signifcance
Freshman Year
Fall of ‘€7 1.67 29 2.2k 27 p < .01
Sophomecre Year :
Fall of '68 2.28 22 2.72 24 p < .01
Junior Year '

Fall of '69 2.¢€8 18 2.85 20 NeS.

*

significant differences in academic performance, as mea sured
¢

by traditional grades, arpeared 1in the Freshman and Sophomore

years of the Gold,

2t al. study. Thisijiffarence Was erased in

the Junior Year. One factor tue =2Xpe,

wvas ate¢rition, cither fcor vcluntary or “institutionally enforced

imenters could not control

reasons. Thus the elaven subjects in the experimental group and
¥ »"

seven subjects 1in the control group wno withdrew may have

s

actually been difterent in their academic perofrmance.

Gold and his colleagues then compared their secoad group of

]

Froshmen, those whc were allowed to elect only one coursc under

Lr4

Pass/Fail, to three other experimental groups: (1) Freshmen who

wer» denied the one-course P/F option, (2) Junior level students

who had 4 single course election under P/F, and (3) Junior leval

49
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Students who war» dgenied the an~coufsﬁ celocgtion under p/rfe  Th=
semes3*ter snd  gradas were collacted anc Qnightud in tre same
manno>r descratad atova. Tabl~ 5 pres Ltg ditfonerce cr means hest
results (t-test) for two catejaries: (1) the course which th-

axpoerigental <ubjects took undsr P/F com%dr:d to th»> cours-s which

1

the control sabjects wanted to take undor P/F kvt were d-nied the

option, and (2) all the cther courses vlected by tic students in

.

thess groups. S5 7

Tibvle 5

A Drfferenc~ oL Means (t-t=st) Lf (1) Single course Grades ot (3)
Those who had the F/F optien ¢ (B) Trosz who were deni=? it, and’
{2) thr Grades farned in 11l the other Courses py (a) Those who
hid the Single Ccurse P/F coption, ani (b) Thos< who were denied

the P/F option, ov Class Level

Single Coutrsec Fleation " All Other Courses
Txitl ot Ixip 'l Cont,
GPA N 38A N Sig. G A GPA 514G.
Froshmen 1067 71 1.9 63 NG Z2ed3 ZJ1E Nela
Junior 2497 849 2449 Ho p < 0% 2,78 2.4¢( Nedie
Total 1.89 160 2.1 151 p < .05 2.54 2,32 NeSa

§

Junior levosl etudente onviously carnead lower grades an the
. x ‘
o courie where thay hia the -F/¥ option, but {id i1 well a4

thoif control ccunterparts i 411 the other coursss elect»d4  that

semester,  This  sujygrsts a4 laxity ot motivation rotv the jrad: in

.

tno D/F course, bur notr nrcesnatlly a Jdeterloration ot otfeort ar

ot her courses,

+

L]
There  adas beon wcme- teports in tho literatare waereclt Wi

S0 .
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nor %Xnown if the 1rstructcer di1d indeed know - ot the studentst

elections. Quann (1972) ecxamined grades over a three semester

perioa of time ard reported taat more studeats electing PB/F

3

sustalneg' failingy grades (25.9%) thanr tiosc who chcese to remain

o

the more ccnventional s&stem (7.7%) . Conversely, fewer ot the

°

studerts who elected Pass/Fail earned A's (3.8%) when cowpared to
the more traditioral groug (21.3% . A chi-square distribution of
these tw distributions i« 2ven more striking. (x2= 29.¥8, d4df =

3

4, p < .00V).

»

’ °

Stallings .ard smock (1971) report tnat the pass/Fail

*

students receivked a ygrade whicn was 0.7 lower {on a touf-point
\
\ .

scale) than the\non-PZSS/fall students when these students took

the same course. Sgan (1970) found that students at every class
level excupt the Sanior level who elected a - P/F course at

A}

Rrandeis (niversity had significantly lower GPA's than the
<

avarage nPA  of all aweab-rs of that ¢class. Thus Freshmen who

alected P/F ccurses had a GPA of <.34 (on a 4-point scale), and

the class Grade point Averaye tor all Freshmen  was 2. 90,

s1qn1ticant1y higler.

THE RFEECT ON GEADE-POINT AVFRAGFS

§

. N )
ouarn (1671) rcports thit the dirfterences batwean  Grade-

Point Averages of the » who el:cted piss/Fail at Washivgton State

Univorsity anrd  those whe did  not were very minor. Stallings,

Woltr and Maehr <(1969) found, at the University or Illinois, that

51 : .
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[

7
b

-
the students who had elected a Pass/Fail course. earned a
significantly higher Grade-Point Average than tnose who had not

elected Pass/Fail.

EXPLOKATION, ACADENIC WORKLOAD and‘GFESHAM'§ LAW —

(a) Explqration

In a survey ot students electing Pass/Fail courses at the
University of Tllinois (Urhéha), .Stallings and Smock (1971) &
¢ learned that the responding students expressed “favor for the

Pass/Fail systen vhen éxploring courses which uight be

. el .
academically demanding. Ip a sister university in the State of
<

Illinois, Reiner & Jung (1972) discovered that the P/F was used
more otten in non~major courses, but those who used the P/F

option (1) did rot achieve as well as their previous acadenic

3

record would indicate they should have and (2) did less well 1in
the P/P courses than classmates in-the same courses under the

traditional grading system. - '

~~

’ What may have heen the opinion c¢n one ‘campus is not shared.
/ ' .
*by the opinions of students on; other campuses. Yuann (1972)

reports that the students at Washington State University did not
use the Pass/Fail sSystem to venture into untried ates.: Bain,
: * :

Hales and Rand (1%72), in a survey of 344 students taking the

[

Pass/Fa1l option ‘at Ohic University, discovered than only 9%
. »

y
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(N=31) of the respondent.s said they took a course  outside gheir

required subjects bicause Piss/Fail permitted them to do 30

*

without experioancing savire competition. Saith (1971), discovared '

tos

that few of the 2, 335 stulents at  the niversity cf Tllinois,

Chicagyo Circle, who had el-cted ﬁdss/Faii used the option 1n

B

. . 4 t :
their, flective couyses and that only one studemt in a nunared
went c¢on to take 4 second tlective course on a rass/rail nasis.,

- ’ * - ‘
Suslow (1973), while he hal a 1rtficult +ime determining which

,course elections Jere outsida’the student's usual curriculum, did

have the temerity to sugjest  that very tew students user.the

Pass/Not Pass (P/NE) system in order -to explore unkmrown ‘shbie¢+

@ .

4Leas.”’

(t) Academic workload o

IS - A

Another motiviationil =1-oment .considered here is that the

non-traditional grading system reduces the academic pressure Oon
: . lt

the stud=nt. Tnis presumes that a). students are carrying a full

load and p) that pressure is exerted Ly e;ei§ eiemént of tne WBad
B 13

in a mcre or le$s uniform mannar on the student. Granting these

assumptions, comm¢n Axperience h4as.1ndicated that the nature ot

the.tasks to te per:ormué by 1 stddent carrying a Ctull load

app2aring  to e 1ncr0d;inqvln quant ity and quality, ana tnat tpé

tolerance threshold of hﬁ&an g&othP stamind, d4mong many of the

students, appears to have keen reached. Tne tunctional grading of

the non-tradjition systom hare 1s  to permit 1 cushion in this

. S3 IR
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¥

Aermand on the student. (see Johdansson 197\; Mmorishime & Micek,

1970; Phillips, 1962; Trayesser, et al., 1968; Thayer, 1971;
$ T

Stallings, et al. 1970). oo

v - 1y -

. -

(c) Gresham's law and Academic Currancy

Y \

L ] \ 3
. . . ' -

Perry (196%), President of Whitman College, repcrted on ;,his1

\ - . |
instaitution's decisioan to abandun tne conventional grading system

. !

« for -a three-part system of hign honcrs (HH), honors (H) and pass

>

’(P)-nThé ~xperiepce at Wwhitmin 1indicated that manf graduate

.

schools were }Qiectiné very well quallifled yvoung students because

*

these schools _ equated a "P" with a barely passiny grade (e.d.,

uCn or ubn). . - : ) . ’ B
G

s ¥
R ¢ . o
. 1 R N

" e .

Nobklae (1971), ot 3rowu University reported that when a five=
. £ ¢ '
part letter grading sys*zv co-:xisted with the Pass/Faii systen

and "p" _was sat at YL", many students chose to remaing with the

five lettor system. ) 2 '
. 5
. ' ) N’
- A
This indicatsc to me tnat two currencies of theé acadamic

~ ¥ -
.

realm <dannot co-¢xist as interchangeable currenciéd in a4 single

» .

colleyge or wuiversity any more than tWwo currencies @in ‘co-exist

- .

within 1 single nation. Grosham's Law holds tor the academic
. r

‘ coamnunity, and it appears rhat the non-tradit ional .currency is

vd P

ths woaker coin. - ¢ -

-

Q

- . [}
& "
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VI. RECAPITULATION

. T

»

Grading practices, something which began a littlc rore thapn
200 vyears ago, are i to be an extremely efﬁigient means of '

measuring, wecighing and scrting students. Such means are not

entirely wvithout dysbenefits, however, for some students have \
learne: - - shift their attention from learning per se to earning
a'qrade.

. -

Within 'th=> 1ldst decad= students and educators have tried

>

new, so called noq-traditicnal, forms ot grading. ' Fundameatally
this new grading practice reduces ‘the number ot ¥grades' cr
pigeon-hole catagories frcm as many as one hundred (as ‘in  the

~case of percentages) or five (dé in the case ot letters) to one4
(vritténl‘evaluaficns and Pass/No kecord), t.wo é(PJss/Fail,
Sdtistactory-Uniatlsfactory, Credit/ko Cred{t), three (Honors-
Tass-Fail),\or tour (ﬁigh Honors-Honors-Pass-Fail).
\ : R
\ -

\

<

The 1literature on one lof -thes2 newer ‘forms ot grades,
Pass/Fa1l, shcws that this graling practice has gained a wide
acceptance 'dmoné mary students, The general practise in many .
colleges and urivers, ties is to limit the number of Pass/Fail
courses a student may take to one per terr and in some cases it
may be limited -~o the class standiny o) the 1nrdividual or his
cumulative GPA,

]ERjkj * The litozitare sSuggests that the . s.oce of the fopularity ot

£l
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the Pass/Fail systen amang,students stems.trom their nged or wish
to re-distribute ' their time and effort among all their course
eleétioqs in such a way as to concentrate on the courses elected
under the ébnventional grading system while slighting the course
{or coursess) elected under the Pass/Fail system, Students do n&t
seem to use this grading systsm as- albghicle for explofinq
subjects outside their major area of interest. Studénts do not do

all ot the assigned readings, nor .attend as many classes,

, \§tﬂdegsé admit they do not work as hard in their Pass/Fail,

———

. . !
courses as they do in their more conventionally graded courses.

.

“

These conclusions .soungly condemn the non-traditional
grading system, but one must keep 15 mind that students are
ra£ional human heings working tcuaras certain goals and t hey’
naturélly will employ every 1ligitimate wmeans ot 1) iwmproving
*heir GPA, 2) graduating and 3) gaining either admissioh to a
graduate or professional school, or drjob. hoder; society has
increased the tempc cf learning and the pressure to excel. This,
in turn, raises a guestion aot posed in this literature review,
but one which T porscnally fecl brars examination. Have we&, as

educators, increased the academic g-essure and academic load on

the student to such a point that the student nc longer is cagarcle

. of learning? Are cur 2ffcrts to increase the academic s*tandards

of our own institutions becoming counter-productive?
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